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Many people ask the question: "Does sexud abuse effect maes differently than femaes?!
Research and clinical experience indicates that the actua trauma experience that accompanies
sexud abuse is predominantly the same for maes asfor femaes. Therefore, much of the existing
literature about the dynamics of trauma for femae sexud abuse survivorsis applicable to males.

One of the primary factors that distinguishes male from female survivors, however, isthe
different ways people (including the mae survivor himsdf) respond to male victimization as
compared to femde victimization. In other words, how maes cope with their experience of
sexud abuse as well as how the larger society responds to the abuse of maesis sgnificantly
different than when the victim isfemde.

Much of this difference in response paiterns reflects the contrasting ways in which our culture
views gender divisons. The cultural norms of masculinity creste quite a different context within
which to dedl with sexud abuse than is the case with the norms of femininity. Although there
remains much debate about whether gender roles are inherently biological or are the result of
socidization, | believe that gender islargdly influenced by socid learning. Therefore, the
materid in this presentation reflects this bias.

Asareault of traditiona gender socidization, we have become conditioned to view femaes as
being at greater risk for victimization in generd. Unfortunately, we seem comfortable with
paradigms that view femaes as being at high risk for assault, abuse, and/or discrimination. We
arelessfamiliar -- and probably less comfortable -- incorporating into our worldview the redity
that males are aso potentid victims, such asin the case of sexua abuse.

However, it istrue that males are sexualy abused, too. We must move beyond our collective
gtance of denid and minimization in order to address the true magnitude of this problem. This
requires that we examine the relationship of how gender socidization impacts our effortsto
respond to the sexua abuse of males.

A number of feminist writers (Lerner, 1986; Bleier, 1984; Figes, 1986) advocate that the ritua of
dividing mdes and femdesinto two digtinct categoriesis a supremdy politica deed: an atificid
system of norms designed to protect patriarchy. It is hdpful to identify the waysin which
expectations for masculinity and femininity differ within the context of our current-day

patriarcha culture. Let's begin by looking at whet it meansto be mde or femae within most
contemporary western patriarchal cultures such as the United States. There are certain traits that
are characteridticaly attributed to "masculing’ and "feminine.”



The following list compares the norms stereotypicaly assgned to these gender divisons:

COMMON GENDER TRAITSASSIGNED
WITHIN WESTERN PATRIARCHAL CULTURES

Mde Femde
Logicd & rationa Illogical & irrationd
Knowledgeable/Objective Intuitive/Subjective
Reasonable Hysterica
Strong/Powerful Weak/Frail
Emotiondly obscure Emoationdly vulnerable
Dominant Cadrating

Mature/Adult-like

Immeéture/Child-like

Autonomous/Independent Needy/Dependent
Leader Follower
Active Pessve
Able to overcome obstacles Thwarted by obstacles
Compstitive Non-competitive
Goal-directed/productive Process-oriented/less productive

Requesting hdp = unmanly
Denid of fear

Dignity in the face of tragedy

Requesting help = being awoman
Acceptance of fear

Strain/weariness in face of tragedy

The cumulative effect of these normsis to socidize boy children to become masculine adult men
and girl children to become feminine adult women. It is as though we are given a st of clothing

to wear as we grow up and the expectation is for us to both accept and be comfortable with our
assgned "cosume" of masculine or feminine.

Unfortunately, within our culture there exists an underlying premise for boysand menthat it is



OK. for maesto act on fedings but dangerous to express fedings. males should have the
capacity to "rise above' fedings & "move beyond" adverdties. Thisis a particularly important
factor that influences how amae will respond if he encounters a traumatic experience such as
sexud victimization. In fact, this cultural expectation actudly crestes akind of globa "double
bind" in which the concept of "maé€" and "victimization" exist as oxymorons. Within such an
environment, it is extremely difficult for males to step forward and seek to address very persond
issues related to experiences of sexud victimization.

Furthermore, the norms of the dominant culture are dso much more permissive in sanctioning
male use of force & violence. For example, the attitude of many males who subscribe to
traditiona values regarding gender ditinctions reflect a sense of permissveness that they are
willing to engage in some forms of ragpe behavior if only they can be assured they will not be
caught & punished. Ironicdly, thisfosters an attitude that holds the victim accountable for her or
his own victimization. Within this kind of cultura context, many maes are inclined to accept
respongibility for their own abuse. At aminimum, most men believe they should have been
cgpable of preventing their victimization and they are inclined to interpret any falure to sop
their abuse as implying complicity. This attitude frequently persists for males no matter how
young they were when their abuse occurred.

When males do seek trestment to resolve the wounds from their abuse, a cons derable amount of
time and energy will no doubt be focused on unraveing the impact of the socidization process.
Defining the typica messages that males receive during their socidization experiences may help
to clarify some of the issues that may arise for amale survivor as he engages in the process of his
treatment and recovery.

Following is an eaboration of the sgnificant sociaization messages that men receive asthey are
socidized to be traditional masculine maes within our culture. Each messageis followed by a
brief summary of the "typicd” mae response to this message as it may emerge during the
process of therapy.

Males are aggressive by birth.

Many maes may be susceptible to volatile/unpredictable behaviors when the armor protecting
fedings beginsto crack. Some maes may respond to fedings of vulnerability by exhibiting
incressed aggresson.

Males are strong/tough in the face of adversity.

Perceived vulnerability pushes many maesinto isolaion, as a srategy for sdf-protection.
Therefore, some men will gravitate toward isolation to maintain an image of control. Some maes
areindined to "compartmentalize’ their fedings or to gravitate towards intellectudizing

emotiond responses, in order to give the gppearance of being in control. However, this kind of
behavior frequently reflects an underlying desire to regain control of what seems like an out- of-
control experience.

Males who express feelings openly are weak, unstable, & unreliable.

Many people judge that males who express feelings openly are weak, ungtable, & unreliable.
Essentidly, the "sengtive mae' is an oxymoron for many people. Some men severely restrict
their expression of emotionsin their effort to comply with red or perceived socid norms for
"permissble’ mae behavior. Thereis atendency for many men to have interna and private
experiencesthat arein radica contrast to the external demeanor they display. Therefore,



therapists and friends of the male survivor must be aware that what you see is not aways what
you have.

Males arelogical, decisive, & action-oriented; feelings are disruptive, tangential, & will make
a person less productive (= less successful).

Asaresault of exiging socidization patterns, maes learn to think their way through their life.
Males are taught thet fedings are disruptive to efficiency and, therefore, they learn Strategies for
"numbing” or tuning out emotions. By the time most maes reach adulthood, they have probably
logt the ability even to identify fedings. Consequently, afirst step in the therapy process for
many mae survivors may need to focus on establishing a fedings vocabulary and learning the
skillsto identify feelings. For some mae survivors, thergpy will be experienced asavery
intrusve undertaking and there may aresulting fear of therapy or of the therapi<t.

Feelings are never clear; they are usually ambiguous & amorphous; the social order (which
requires that decisions be based on black & white information) would collapse if everybody
operated on feelings; somebody has to keep thinking clearly.

In generd, maes learn to vaue the importance of solutions. Therefore, most mae survivors will
focus considerable energy on their desire to gather information, to understand, to have answers,
to complete tasks. Inevitably, the male survivor will be confronted with the ambiguities and
uncertainties that surround issues related to his abuse. There may be a propensity to interpret
partid answers, "grey" areas, or ambiguities asfalures. Difficultiesin tolerating anything less
than absolute answers may push the mae survivor to become hypercritical of himsdf and/or
otherswho try to help him -e.g., therapist &/or other group members.

Feelingsimply conflict.

Many males have great difficulty distinguishing specific emotiond energies and, consequently,
the presence of any kind of emotiona energy is frequently experienced as a satement of conflict.
Asaresult, men will often perceive emotiona work as disruptive or counterproductive. They
may try to redirect interchanges to facilitate the avoidance of fedings. Within this context, it can
be predicted that many mae survivors may be vulnerable to power struggles when thergpy shifts
from addressing tasks or solutions and seeks to focus on process-oriented activities.

Dealing with feelingsis a luxury; men must be productive & don't have time to engagein a
luxury such as expressing feelings.

Many men learn to suppress their emotions and bdlieve that dedling with fedings reflects a last-
ditch effort to address a particular Situation. Frequently, men acknowledge their fedings only
when they perceive that things have gotten redlly bad. Consequently, maes are vulnerable to
psychosomatic disorders that actudly reflect the physiologica display of repressed fedings. For
example, men tend to have a higher likelihood of stress-related illnesses such as heart attacks, &
a amuch younger age than women. Mae survivors will need to overcome injunctions that
inhibit their expression of fedingsin order to alow them to incorporate emotions into their

belief sysem.

Maleslack the genetic predisposition to deal with feelings as effectively as females, women are
able to take care of men around feelings.

Many men accept the cultural norm that males lack the biologica capacity to ded with emation.
Some male survivors are prone to expect other people (e.g., therapist, peersin group, friends,



partner) to read his mind or to know about his inner world even in the absence of sdlf-
disclosures. It is common that amae will have high expectation of othersinterndly while
exhibiting an externd presentation of having low expectations. Consequently, many men
experience intense persona disappointment and/or anger when they perceive that people have let
them down in their manner of response, even when they did not express what kind of response
they desired.

Attending to the impact of socidization will be a sgnificant factor in facilitating the heding and
recovery process for most male survivors of sexud abuse. In fact, it will be difficult to
adequately heal the wounds of mae sexud victimization without addressing the accompanying
dynamics of mae socidization.
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